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ISPC Commentary on the overall CGIAR portfolio of programs  
 
This commentary has been prepared by the ISPC following its recent review of the CRP 
extension proposals for 2015-2016. This is the first time that the ISPC has examined all 15 
CRPs in a simultaneous fashion. Although the programs have not been developed in a 
synchronous manner, the 18 months to 3 year plus experience of CRPs across the board 
allows some early impressions of the evolution of the CRP research for development 
portfolio. 
 
The transformation of the CGIAR to a more programmatic way of structuring the research, 
where the whole is bigger than the sum of the parts is challenging, but we feel that the Annual 
Reports and Extension Proposals provide significant evidence of delivery and change under 
the new structure.  
  
A number of CRPs have made good progress in the articulation of more integrated approaches 
and in the development of partnerships both within and external to the CGIAR system and 
some illustrate a sound understanding and adoption of outcome-oriented research. We 
highlighted many successes in our commentaries on the individual CRPs. 
 
Other CRPs have struggled to identify a framework for prioritization, due to a range of factors 
(more detail later), but we consider that the most important impediment for some has been the 
lack of an overarching Strategy. The ISPC has commented on many occasions on the urgent 
need for a new SRF, that gives strategic direction on: ‘the broad system level target domains, 
including regions, agro-ecologies and key commodity-based systems’.1 We have also recently (in 
our commentary on the zero draft of the new SRF) highlighted the need for a Theory of 
Change at the System level. 
 
Without this level of strategic direction, CRPs have invested much time and money in ways of 
identifying their own priorities, including consultations with partners, raising the expectations 
of those partners both at institutional and country level. Some of those partners have yet to see 
the potential benefits of the Reform process as, firstly, they may now be dealing with multiple 
CRPs as well as multiple Centers and, secondly, original expectations of more funding for 
partners has not always materialized. 
 
CRPs have also been ‘on the front line’ in dealing with the tension between CRP and Center 
leadership. Center Directors and Boards have a legal responsibility to run financially sound 
organizations, and may have sought continuity which, at times, may have been at odds with 
revised scientific priorities of CRPs.  
 
The ISPC concludes, therefore that most CRPs are learning and adjusting through the 
implementation phase so that some of the struggling CRPs may just need more time and a 
clearer sense of direction to show what they can deliver. There are a few, however, where the 
1 from, Strengthening Strategy and Results Framework through prioritization. ISPC, June 2012. 
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root of the problem lies elsewhere and stronger direction from the SRF on its own may not be 
enough.   
 
Comments on the criteria assessed 
 
The page restrictions within the template meant that very little detail could be provided. Thus 
it was not possible to comment on the quality of the science. There were very variable levels 
of detail about the work that would be undertaken. The aspects we focused on were therefore: 
the theories of change, how the higher level goals of the system and prioritization of research 
were being addressed, cross-CRP linkages, gender and the strategy and quality of external 
partnerships. 
  
Theories of change:  The CRPs have done a highly uneven job of articulating the ways in 
which research programs are linked to well-defined theories of change. Many CRPs have 
failed to make the case that their research focusses on pressing needs, scientific opportunities, 
or key knowledge gaps. The links between research programs and SLOs are in many cases 
quite weak.  There are thus continuing issues of prioritization against future needs and 
demands. Many of the CRP proposals seem, at least in part, to display research portfolios that 
are driven by the pre-existing lines of research and thereby appear to be a collection of 
projects rather than a coherent program. It may of course be the case that the pre-existing 
research themes were optimally selected, but the expectation of the Reform process was that 
new opportunities would be explored, which would add value to the CGIAR’s contribution to 
the four System-level development outcomes. The inclusion of a Theory of Change in the new 
SRF should provide clear direction for the CRP Theories of Change in the future.    
 
Addressing the higher level goals of the system: The connection between agricultural 
research and is long and often indirect and subject to circumstance. Many of the theories of 
change of individual CRPs show nominal contributions to the alleviation of poverty (SLO1) 
with some successes in raising income.  The ISPC believes that a more sophisticated 
treatment of this goal through improved Theories of Change and partnerships is required.  
 
The potential for the CGIAR to (continue to) contribute to the goal of food security (SLO2) 
is very strong (particularly GRiSP, Maize, Wheat, Roots, Tubers and Bananas) although this 
potential cannot be realized without mechanisms to ground technology development within 
the specific opportunities and constraints of key agro-ecosystems. Based on earlier Center 
work, the avenues for impact through research in major cereals and root crops are by and 
large clear and important. But there is confusion about the CGIAR’s primary beneficiaries 
with respect to food security. Should research focus on the rural poor? All poor? 
Smallholders? Is the goal to increase food supply at the level of individual farm households? 
or to increase food security through an income pathway? The CRP proposals tend to blur 
together these target beneficiaries and pathways. We believe it would be helpful to 
disentangle the different pathways – not on a one-size-fits-all basis, but with the idea that 
different research programs might follow different pathways.  
 
The majority of the CGIAR’s work on improving nutrition (SLO3) is included in A4NH, but 
with some significant strands in other CRPs (e.g. Humid Tropics) which do not seem to be 
exchanging knowledge on ongoing activities with A4NH. If A4NH were viewed more like 
CCAFS, calling on appropriate research from other programs, there would be potentially 
important contributions from the research on component resources (fish, livestock meat and 
dairy, and local biodiversity) and crops (such as millets, grain legumes, roots, tubers and 
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bananas) to develop year-round dietary improvement in the households targeted by the 
systems programs.  From what the ISPC has been able to discern, the CGIAR effort is not yet 
structured like this. Across the portfolio there is a very small offering on direct health issues 
(as distinct from via nutrition) and the ISPC noted that none of the common IDOs referred to 
health. Further discussion at the System-level on the CGIAR’s comparative advantage on 
health issues could help to clarify expectations of SLO3. A4NH has made considerable 
progress in raising the profile of the CGIAR in terms of the interface between agriculture and 
nutrition, but it would benefit from a clearer mandate at the System-level.  
 
The potential of the CGIAR to contribute to SLO4, enhancing the sustainability of 
agriculture and husbanding ecosystem services, is theoretically strong. There are routes to 
this through crop and pasture management, the sustainable intensification of crop and 
livestock agriculture, increasing system resilience (including capacity to adapt to climate 
change) and the management of soil, land water, forestry, fisheries and agricultural 
biodiversity.  The question posed by the review of CRPs is whether the tradeoffs between the 
state of natural resources and ecosystem services are being adequately factored into the 
impact pathways to the other SLOs (SLOs1-3). CCAFS and WLE seem to put much emphasis 
on engagement with higher level global processes (policy) as well as channeling the results of 
climate-relevant CGIAR research into the debate. Yet there is still a need (and indeed a niche 
for the CGIAR) for more place-based research.  
 
What was also missing from the individual CRP proposals was a clear view of how the bodies 
of work across the CGIAR towards the different SLOs will be gathered together/designed and 
intellectually championed to achieve the development impacts at the System-level. Without 
seeing a mechanism for achieving this, it was not possible to identify the major gaps within 
the current set of CRPs.  
 
Priority setting: For the majority of the Extension proposals, it was very difficult to see how 
priorities had been set. Our vision ex ante was that program priorities should be driven by 
consideration of how research within a particular CRP could make the greatest contribution to 
the common IDOs. This approach was not evident in the Extension proposals. In many cases, 
significant proportions of the ‘programs’ are simply continuations of research which was 
ongoing within specific Centers. Some of this is justified as the research continues to be of 
relevance, but the lack of a prioritization framework for identifying new research in most 
CRPs is a concern which needs to be addressed in the second call.  
 
Speaking generally across CRPs (and there are exceptions) the ISPC is concerned that the 
grand challenges to agriculture are not being prioritized. These challenges (e.g. climate 
change, population growth, rapid urbanisation, changing diets, growing pressure on land and 
water resources, changes within rural populations) have altered, and will continue to alter the 
context in which the CGIAR operates2. Few of the CRP proposals appear to have taken these 
changes fully to heart; most start with brief descriptions of relevant changes, but do not 
‘translate’ what these might mean for research priorities. We worry that the development of 
coherent research strategies is being compromised by the influx of funds targeted at individual 
donor priorities.  
2 The ISPC has contributed work on urbanization and farm size, SLO linkages, theories of change, approaches to 
seed systems and value chains and attempted to raise awareness about the dimensions of improving nutrition. 
The ISPC is frustrated that these and many external sources seem to have had little impact on the strategic 
prioritization of CRPs which, in some cases, seem more conveyances for the maintenance of former research. 
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The varied interpretations of the common terminology of Flagship Project3 is another cause 
for concern. The Flagship projects have been designed either geographically or thematically 
(and there is a large variation amongst the latter, some sub-classified into delivery, discovery 
and learning and support). For the ISPC, the anticipation was that whilst they may be defined 
thematically or geographically, they would articulate the scientific/system issues they are 
addressing, identifying routes towards the IDOs and the IPGs that will result from this 
investment. We note RTB’s attempt to produce and sift FPs according to “business cases” - 
and whilst this may not be appropriate for all, we expect that a CRP would have gone through 
some sort of analysis of an FP before it is proposed. We had also expected FPs to have clear 
IDO targets close to the streams of activities (or product line approaches) of CRPs which 
would provide a more obvious relationship between activities, outputs and outcomes. 
 
Cross-CRP linkages: The ISPC has concerns that the lack of cross-CRP linkages is 
compromising achievement of one of the important objectives of the Reform, that of greater 
collaboration leading to added value in the contribution to the SLOs. This is particularly true 
in areas such as value chain approaches, livestock research, systems analysis and policy. In all 
of these areas, similar, or potentially synergistic, research is being undertaken within 
individual CRPs, apparently without significant exchange of knowledge and experience 
between CRPs. At the very least, there should be efforts to build communities of practice or 
networks. In other cases, more explicit collaboration seems called for. The integration of 
policy work across CRPs seems particularly problematic. PIM’s role in cross-CRP work is 
particularly unclear at present.  
 
Gender: There is evidence of much new effort on gender in the Extension proposals, but little 
evidence of how this translates into altered priorities. “Women farmers” are often being seen 
as a separate category of beneficiaries or clients. This should only be a beginning. We saw 
little evidence that CRP proposals had really incorporated gender-linked constraints and 
concerns into the prioritization of scientific research at the level of specific traits and 
problems that science should aim to address. For instance, the proposals almost universally 
miss any serious discussion of gender issues in the analysis of postharvest constraints and 
opportunities. Gender roles imply that traits such as cooking characteristics and processing 
time may matter for adoption and for food security outcomes. Similarly, women’s time-use is 
critical for household nutrition outcomes, but none of the proposals seems to have given much 
attention to how technology can reduce the burdens on women’s time.  
 
External partnerships:Partnerships are being created and the ISPC does not underestimate 
the degree of cohesion achieved and new thinking that has gone on amongst scientific teams. 
This is perhaps one of the major positive outcomes of the reform, but it was difficult to 
interpret from the Extension proposals, how much strategic thinking had gone into the 
selection of partners in some CRPs. The quality of partnerships was another area of concern. 
The CGIAR might not have a strong comparative advantage in all desired areas of 
research/activity but it has the potential to form effective partnerships with leading 
organizations that provide complementary capacities, thereby generating collaborative 
advantage.  For most CRPs, however, the rationale for selection of research partners was not 
clearly stated.   
 
3 which the Consortium defines as: expected to be research entities of 20-100 million dollars over the period, be 
defined on geographical or thematic basis with articulation of how they contribute to IDOs – and to be the unit 
of evaluation of pre-proposals in 2015 
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In relation to development partners, the ISPC hopes that the new SRF will provide some 
guidance on system-level mechanisms to engage key partners in ways that are more effective 
for everyone concerned. For example, many CRPs referred generically to CAADP and the 
regional organizations as key partners, but while these organizations should indeed be 
partners, there is a concern that their resources are insufficient to deal with 15 individual 
CRPs in a meaningful way. 
 
The different types of CRP and the discovery-to-delivery continuum:Some of the CRPs use 
the term ‘discovery’ and most refer to the concept of ‘delivery’. As a ‘System’, research 
within the CGIAR spans a large part of the discovery to delivery continuum, either within a 
CRP, or through partnerships (including potentially with systems CRPs as well as boundary 
partners. The challenge for the system as a whole, and indeed for individual CRPs, is to 
identify their appropriate roles while building strategic partnerships to increase the likelihood 
of the delivery of impact from research outputs.  
 
Our understanding of the intention of the Reform process was that it sought to ensure that the 
research undertaken by the CGIAR would be designed to contribute to development impact, 
but not that the CGIAR should deliver that impact. We have drawn attention to items in 
workplans where we think that line has been crossed, but the SRF also needs to give clear 
guidance on what it expects of CRPs in relation to positioning along the continuum. 
  
The role of the Systems programs in the current CGIAR portfolio.   
 
This CRP ‘type’ seems the most problematic in the current portfolio.  In the vision of von 
Braun et al4. (2009) the intent of creating a systems program was that “CGIAR and national 
researchers will work together to embed new technologies and practices into existing 
production systems [crop, livestock, fish] in a way that increases total agro-ecosystem 
productivity, sustainability and resilience. Addressing threats to gains, such as new diseases 
and pests and climate change will require continuing research partnerships” (italics added). 
This was anticipated to be around 30% of total effort. The intent therefore was to link the 
systems program both to other CGIAR programs and to external partners. 
 
The ISPC’s observation from reading the CRP Extension proposals is that each of the three 
systems CRPs have tried to crystallize a program in “their” system in a completely different 
fashion. The selection of action sites has been largely based on historical activities; as far as 
we can tell, there have been limited attempts to reach out to bring in the relevant commodity 
programs appropriately. The resulting flagship programs in CRPs 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 look 
opportunistic, and the overall goals seem more partial than those of von Braun et al. The ISPC 
believes that these systems programs do have an important role to play in the Theory of 
Change for the system as a whole, but their content and structural relationships need review. 
 
Target geographies and potential synergies 
 
It was difficult to evaluate the whole portfolio without any mapping of the total extent of the 
CGIAR domain, both where the CGIAR is working and where it anticipates having the 
greatest impact. Another aspect of the potential for the whole being greater than the sum of 
4 Toward a Strategy and Results Framework for the CGIAR. Progress Report No.3 from the Strategy Team: 
Joachim von Braun, J. (chair), Derek Byerlee, Colin Chartres, Tom Lumpkin, Norah Olembo, Jeff Waage. May 
29, 2009. 
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the parts, is the proposed setting up of sentinel sites5. There needs to be clarity, however, as 
to whether these are sites where the research is being done, or sites where long-term data 
collection on the livelihoods of beneficiaries and the impacts on the environment is 
undertaken.  Rationalization of sites between CRPs could potentially reduce the M&E tasks 
which are becoming a major consideration for CRPs with the proliferation of sites in the 
longer term.  Place-based research has the opportunity to foster local impacts and to provide 
the information required for scaling and the production of International Public Goods6. We 
are aware that work is underway to undertake such mapping, which we hope will lead to 
eventual rationalization of CGIAR effort. The ISPC encourages these efforts and expects 
CRPs in the future to show evidence that CGIAR effort is being maximized and not 
duplicated. 
 
Summary 
 
In summary, we have highlighted a number of areas where the SRF needs to give more 
direction if the CRPs are to deliver more value as a System, in particular these include a clear 
Theory of Change, a prioritization framework, clear guidance on the role of systems programs 
in the delivery pathways and on cross-CRP roles, for example, in relation to policy and 
nutrition.  
 
The individual CRPs also need to improve their Theories of Change and prioritization 
frameworks, provide strategies for selection of partners that are compatible with their 
Theories of Change and identify appropriate outcome targets close enough to research outputs 
for accountability purposes.  
 
Finally, the ISPC feels that judging short paper proposals had a lot of deficiencies. It would 
wish to explore with the CO and FO the potential in the next round for revised formats for 
proposal submission which would give a higher profile to the science, including the 
hypotheses underlying the research. We would also like the opportunity to ask the CRP leader 
questions (via skype) and to identify means of getting feedback from regional partners on 
their degree of involvement in the CRP.  
 
 
 
 
  
5 We use the term sentinel site as being the target domain for continuous research measurement and evaluation. 
The CRPs have adopted a number of terms including action sites and hubs at which work will be conducted, 
some of which would be impossibly large areas over which to conduct adequate M&E.  
6 The ISPC does not share the notion that the reformed CGIAR no longer develops IPGs. On the contrary, the 
greater ability to synthesize results from placed-based research should enhance the opportunity for high quality 
data sets, analyses, methods and best practices which constitute IPG deliverables en route to development 
outcomes. 
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